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REVIEW: OUTLAWS IN THE MAINSTREAM 
by 
Robert King 
Reflections from the Heart of Educational Inquiry: Understanding 
Curriculum and Teaching Through the Arts. Edited by George 
Willis and William H. Schubert. State University of New York 
Press, 1991. 
This collection of essays on the curricular implications of aesthetic experience by 33 
curriculum theorists and teachers may not get the full and returning attention most of its 
chapters deserve. There is an audience, of course, for the kind of personal lived-experience 
these writers draw on as well as for the study of the aesthetic in close connection with 
education. There is another audience, however, with curricular preferences tending toward 
the technological, which needs to immerse itself in the kind of reflection this book offers. 
I find myself worrying about the reaction of this second audience, and how to help this book 
find its way even further into the mainstreams of curricular thought. 
The names of the contributors alone should gain this volume more readers than the 
usual anthology of educational essays. The first third of the book, "Perspectives: 
Reflections on the Arts and Educational Inquiry," consists of original contributions by Elliot 
Eisner, Madeleine Grumet, Maxine Greene, Louis Rubin, Harry Broudy, and Robert 
Donmoyer. The second part of the book, "Illustrations: Reflections on the Arts by 
Educational Inquirers," consists of 27 individual essays by such writers as Michael Apple, 
William Pinar, and Ted Aoki, as well as editors Schubert and Willis. We have contributions 
from both the past and current editor of Curriculum Theorizing, Alex Molnar and William 
Reynolds, and four of the included writers--Reynolds, William Ayers, Delese Wear, and 
Janet Miller--have appeared in Teaching & Learning. 
Many of these writers know and appreciate each other (reading the list of 
contributors is a little like walking down the hall between sessions at the annual Bergamo 
Conference on Curriculum Theorizing held in Dayton, Ohio) and the verve with which they 
write and the risks they take may stem, in part, from the environment of their intellectual 
community as well as the variety of fields of practice in which they are involved. The 
obvious beginnings of this group seem to date from the rnid-1970s in and around a 1975 
seminar at AERA conducted by Charles Schwab. Pinar's Curriculum Theorizing: The 
Reconceptualists also appeared in 1975 and half a dozen of the writers in that volume, 
whom Pinar unabashedly termed the avant-garde in 1975, are represented here. 
The influences of Dewey, Schwab, Pinar, and other thinkers not then in the 
mainstream of curricular theory such as Eisner, Greene, and James B. McDonald brought 
about, in the field of curriculum study, a focus on the concrete and the practical at the same 





by Schubert briefly as "literacy and artistic criticism, phenomenology, existentialism, 
hermeneutics, and theology, psychoanalysis, and critical theory, as well as literature and the 
arts directly." 
Schubert continues: 
This concern for educational, personal, and social significance has over two 
decades emerged as the dominant thrust in curriculum today. It clearly 
develops and extends the spirit and vision of a Deweyan tradition and is 
represented by the authors of this book, who are indeed part of the pluralistic 
and emergent character of curriculum studies today that takes seriously the 
arts as a basis of inquiry. 
It is tempting to call this group "the outlaws" after Schubert's distinction in this 
volume between apologist and outlaws in the field of curricular studies; his view is that 
curriculum theory is a task for outlaws whose mission is to "challenge and push and prod 
(cultures) into redefining themselves." Haggerson, in his chapter, quotes Pinar as saying 
many of them are "mytho-poetic curricularists." Whatever general term one may wish to 
find, or not to find, the interest and uniqueness of these points of view provide a feast for 
the reader. 
Every key word in the title can give an indication of the orientation of this book and, 
for some, raise a red flag of alarm. To call these "reflections" rather than "conclusions," for 
example, or even "principles," is to risk a reader's reaction on the basis of vaguely 
shimmering connotations around "reflection." Although the word can signal the idea of 
insubstantiality, of images in an untrustworthy narcisstic pond, it does, in this book, carry its 
true meaning: thought "bending back again" from encounters with the world. It is a 
philosophical truism of the latter 20th century that truth is neither "out there" in the physical 
world nor the "in here" of the mental world, but is rather ~n interaction of both, the self 
acting at the same time that it undergoes, as Dewey put it, or an "engagement," as Edith 
Cobb describes it. We know this now, that knowledge and understanding come to be in that 
interactive, interpenetrating activity of making and discovering at the same time, but that 
knowledge remains, in large part, to be acted upon. We know that education should be a 
reflective practice, and we know teachers at all levels for whom this is true, but we also 
know that true reflection is often thwarted by programmatic concerns so that it becomes 
only a standard kind of "evaluation" of a practice, the analysis of a post-test, or a series of 
trials-and-errors ungrounded in either theory or practice. As risky as the word may seem, 
we should welcome a book which calls itself "reflections." 
The editors have gone further, of course: "reflections from the heart .... " They 
have dared the cliche of telling something "from the heart" which could carry suggestions 
of only a sentimental sincerity. Such a phrase risks censure from those opposed to 
emotionality as it risks praise from those who espouse a superficial, teaching-is-loving, pop-
psychology pedagogy. The finishing of the phrase, "reflections from the heart of educational 
inquiry," takes the brave and controversial stand that these matters are not only from the 
depth of human emotional life but are at the heart, the center, of the field of inquiry itself, 
the force that sends life out into all the branches. The title is so aptly chosen that I hope 
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it earns itself readers rather than frightening off those who would most profit from reading 
it. 
There are only a few quibbles one could make about this volume. In an effort to 
introduce an admittedly difficult and different approach, the editors have undertaken to 
begin and end the book with what is called an "autobiographical dialogue" between the 
editors, seeking to avoid a standard introduction and conclusion to a book of essays that is 
anything but standard. Schubert and Willis admit it is a risky business, and are worried 
about it for all the right reasons, but they proceed. Unfortunately, the dialogue, with its 
"Well, Bill, that sounds both intriguing and challenging" or "Well, George, the idea of art 
and curriculum as one, both being the same creative process," is unconvincing as authentic 
dialogue even between two people who chose their words as adroitly as these two theorists 
do. The background of theory sketched in the prologue is helpful but it seems that a more 
standard presentation would have served better than a flawed innovation. 
And, in this reviewer's mind, there are always potential problems when art is spoken 
of by educators: the danger of taking from art what one wants to make a particular point 
and ignoring the rest, or the danger of watering down the aesthetic to force it into a 
mediocre activity in the classroom. There is none of the first error in these essays and very 
little of the second, aside from the occasional weak poem, the tepid role-playing pronounced 
as drama, or the student "collage" of a personal educational history from magazine cutouts. 
In the main, these essays focus energetically and richly on particular experiences with 
particular artworks in a way that opens up the area to the reader's own reflections. 
The writers were asked, according to Willis, to "say what it is about the arts--or any 
specific piece of art--that has most moved them, that has caused them to question their 
ordinary, taken-for-granted assumptions about education and set them on new paths of 
inquiry." The results are rewarding and varied. One finds Maxine Greene discovering the 
same important lesson in Hawthorne's The Scarlet Letter and Spike Lee's "Do the Right 
Thing." We have Ken Kantor on rock and roll and Jose Rosario on John Coltrane. We 
read Elizabeth Vallance on Mondrian, Janet Miller on Picasso, and William Pinar on 
Jackson Pollock. We hear the individual experiences gained by these writers from literature, 
art, dance, film-making and film-watching. We gain insights into Melville and Mailer, 
Arthur Clarke and Charles Dickens, Ken Kesey and Wallace Stevens, experiencing the range 
from Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry to A Christmas Carol, and from ''The Magic Flute" to 
"Patton." Indeed, the use of specific pieces of art in this volume is a delight to see and to 
read, for it is the concreteness and specificity of each art experience that speaks to us. 
Many people seem to seek in the arts only vague stirrings and misty generalities and many 
curricular statements about art abound with the most rarefied principles and claims. It is 
refreshing to read of the actual grappling of the individual with a particular aesthetic work. 
This is not the place to summarize or abstract the point of each of these three 
chapters, even if that could be done. On the one hand, as the above partial list of subjects 
indicates, there is too much variety of individual observation for such a summary. On the 
other hand, the general themes which do emerge, quite rightly and quite strongly supported, 
when reduced to abstraction, constitute a list of words and phrases always in danger of 





interpretation, compassion, personal relationship, and the like. This volume puts the radical, 
to-the-root energy of intention and action back into such phrases. Schubert and Willis, in 
their epilogue, identify some of these constantly emerging themes, but the reader is also 
encouraged to find his or her own most compelling ideas and, on the basis of this invitation, 
I would like to articulate some of my own generalizations about the lessons and promises 
which the arts have for educational matters, all of which are supported by these writers 
although their individual interpretations are their own. 
Of course there is a connection between arts and education; we are not searching 
here for vague metaphors across totally disparate disciplines. Almost anyone would agree 
with Rubin's statement that "teaching, at least in part, is an art form," although many 
educators only take this as far as the facts that teachers have to project their voices like 
actors, convey arousing emotions--at least of "interest"--to sway their listeners, and, 
occasionally, act on hunches. But it is far more than that. Michael Apple puts it quite 
succinctly. Curriculum is not "a technical problem to be solved by the application of rational 
models" but, in fact, a "complicated and continual process of environmental design." If this 
is true, if curriculum is actually a design problem, "by its very nature it is an aesthetic act." 
There is, then, a much closer connection between the arts and education than is often 
recognized. To the extent that art is successful in dealing with aesthetic problems--and, 
perhaps, to the extent that schooling is unsuccessful--the arts can illustrate and illumine the 
problems and the solutions. My own ideas, which I find support for in this volume, often 
focus on the nature of opposites. 
Our educational or curricular problems often stem from opposites which we seem 
unable to put together, or to alternate between, in a satisfactory manner. This is as clear 
in the "larger" issues of such paired phrases as excellence and equity as it is in the practice-
based distinctions between, say, teacher-talk and student-talk. Schooling is troubled by 
dichotomies, by paradox, by the opposition of particularities. There is a potential curricular 
problem in the relationship between a concrete lesson and a higher level of generalization 
as there is in the relationship between teachers and students, between teachers and parents, 
or between administrators and boards. One of our most fundamental problems in schooling, 
therefore, is a kind of binary opposition. This is why a binary, off/on model of linearity and 
flow-chart design does not, and cannot, solve these problems. 
Art, on the other hand, is an expressive, aesthetically-based knowledge which has as 
its main function the capability of containing opposites. Art exists in a way that has always 
allowed it to contain dualisms, to exist in harmony and paradox at the same time. Art shows 
us, in other words, how to live and, hence, how to teach and learn, because it shows us how 
to experience and understand ambiguity and paradox. 
I find amply supported in this volume three central issues on which the arts can speak 
to the oppositions within curriculum theorizing and schooling itself: the nature of the 
individual and the general, the nature of ambiguity and tension, and the relationship 
between the self and others. 
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It has often been recognized that an art work deals with the specific individual and, 
by doing that, suggests more than the individual. American schooling has often attempted 
to solve the individual/general problem by stressing the general. A paragraph on pioneer 
life in the Dakotas in a social studies text, for example, is preferred for its efficiency and 
generalizations over reading a group of pioneer women's letters. The anti-Deweyan practice 
of some classrooms suggests that the moment we can move from planting a bean to the 
more abstract discussion of "conditions" and "photosynthesis" the better, and the sooner we 
can leave these rods and blocks in math and get to paper-and-pencil computations the more 
efficient and proper we will be. "Real reading" is a leisure-activity, often outside the 
classroom, while the abstract schemes of phonics are considered the important skills, and ? 
art in many of our nation's classrooms, no one needs to be reminded, still consists of 
generalized product-oriented activities (valentines and turkeys, for example) rather than the 
study of art, artists, or the child-as-artist. 
Art, by its nature, deals with the particular and the specific and, in that process, 
arrives at the general and universal. Eisner explains that the arts are connected to "two 
complementary processes ... individuation and generalization." In drawing a tree, one 
focuses on the individual nature of that one particular tree and, in that process, the work 
becomes, in Arnheim's phrase, a "canonical image," a concrete universal. Art continually 
works against what is, indeed, the movement of much American curricula with its emphasis 
on further abstraction as the goal. Literature, Greene points out, "always has the potential 
to subvert dualism and reductionism, to make questionable abstract generalizations." The 
use of the particular, of the detail, in the arts should give us serious warning about our 
attempts to abstract. "Without some knowledge of connective details," she writes, "it is 
extraordinarily difficult to overcome abstraction in dealing with other people." 
Madeleine Grumet's essay, a particularly rich contribution which comes at the 
aesthetic through images of daily life, speaks of the contribution of family-centered domestic 
languages: 
(They) transform the general into the particular, the external into the internal, 
the public into the private. That very process is the process of teaching and 
learning, as new phenomena and information are presented, cognized, and 
resymbolized so that they gradually become part of the student's experience. 
But the very politics and direction of the translation of the general to the 
specific, of the distant to the personal, reverses the direction that school takes, 
leading children toward the general, the abstract, the distant world. 
To recapitulate: education continually struggles over the relationship between the 
individual fact or experience and the larger meaning-making efforts of generalization; art, 
by its nature, is formed out of this struggle or movement. The arts, therefore, have much 
to suggest to us. 
A second dichotomy that consistently troubles education in general and curriculum 
theorists in particular is the relationship between ambiguity and final truth, between 
personal uncertainty and individual meaning. This is as true on the elementary level of 
personal inquiry (Why didn't the bean in the closet grow well?) as it is of secondary literary 
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studies (What is Frost trying to say here?) as it is of curriculum theorizing (We liked your 
article but our readers need helpful facts more than interesting speculation). 
Again the arts--and again, of necessity--can offer us help because art shows the 
existence of experienced ambiguity, the importance of fluidity of interpretation, and the 
necessity of tension in our intellectual and emotional lives as part of the vital human 
-:. condition. 
Greene, for example, speaks of the tensions involved in The Scarlet Letter, tensions 
for which there is no clear answer in Hawthorne's story. There is a necessity for Hester to 
"break with the rigid forms of theocracy and to challenge everything the elders took for 
granted." On the other hand, there is "the importance of membership, even in an inhuman 
community." Because there is no final resolution of those tensions, "engagement with 
literature feeds into interrogation." The questions remain open, and the reader can never 
be sure. There is, indeed, no figure in serious imaginative literature, Greene says, using 
Primo Levi's phrase, who is free from "half tints and complexities." Each figure has "a 
multiplicity of voices contesting within" her or his character. 
Thus literature exists, and we could say all arts do, by showing us the ambiguity of 
life, and we become stronger for questioning it and experiencing it, an experience both 
challenging and releasing. Delese Wear's essay, focusing on the themes of wonder, 
ambiguity, seeing, and action in her own experience with contemporary poetry, finds a 
personal liberating energy in the experience of ambiguity: "Knowing that knowing is always 
incomplete frees the researcher to pursue the knotty questions which elude many 
investigator's modes," and this is true of the classroom teacher as it is of the theorist. The 
awarenesses that Wear finds in poetry influence her studies in curricular theory: "I believe 
I do so more reflectively; I try to see more comprehensively and minutely; I am less uneasy 
with incompleteness; I think I am more compelled to act on my beliefs." 
The interpretation of ambiguity, and the centrality of interpretation itself as an 
educational activity, is a related point. Bill Ayers recounts his discomfiture at discovering 
that one of his favorite anti-war films, "Patton," was Richard Nixon's favorite pro-patriotism 
film, a rediscovery of the importance of interpretation. "It opened me to multiple 
interpretations and layered meanings," he writes; "it reinforced the necessity of experiencing 
such art actively and actively working out one's interpretations and those of others." 
The theme of tension pervades a discussion of the problems which ambiguity presents 
as well as the nature of conflicting interpretations, but tension itself is a major characteristic 
of both art and life. We certainly feel a tension in our experiences with schools and 
curricular matters and we are often tempted to solve such tensions by decision, choosing one 
or another of the opposing poles. Thomas Barone, writing of Norman Mailer's work, 
discovers that Mailer's work urges us 
not to force a choice between fact and fiction, between knowledge and values, 
between final truth and possible meaning. In Mailer's work, as in nearly all 
good literary nonfiction, such choices are not made. Instead we are enticed 
to pull together and to accommodate two apparent opposites. 
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Literature exists, as do the other arts, through a variety of tensions, not only through 
the treatment of its subject matter, as Barone finds in Mailer, but in its very nature: the 
tension between form and content, between the public and individual, between the 
convergent and the divergent. It is this tension which cause a work of art to exist. 
Ted Aoki, in his contribution, reminds us that to be alive is itself to experience 
tensionality. He describes an interview with a figure skater who was asked whether he was 
calm during a particular performance and who replied, "Calmness is not what I wanted. I 
was in tension--in a good tension that surged throughout my whole body." The interview 
reminds Aoki of the Zen master, Daisetzu Suzuki, who warned that to seek the calmness 
of tranquility was to seek a straction and to kill nature. Recognizing that our tradition 
tends to view tension negati ely, Aoki suggests that, contrarily, 
we sense that to be live is to be in some kind of tension and that to be 
tensionless, like a lim violin string, is to be dead. To be alive humanly, then, 
is to be in appropriat tautness such that sound resounds well. Tensionality 
and aliveness seem to be kindred human modalities. 
A related issue is bro ht to our attention by Susan Stinson discussing dance, a field 
where the issue may seem t be the training and control of one's body; but rather than 
controlling natural impulses, the dancer's job is "to understand the interconnections and 
release into them." Her app ication for schooling is trenchant: 
Control is as much a issue in curriculum as it is in dance; we fear that 
institutions, as well as odies, will not work without control. From my dance 
experience, I know t at understanding relations, and releasing into them, 
provides an alternativ to control that allows, rather than inhibits, movement 
and growth. 
Many of the contribut ng writers in this volume show us how the experience of art 
can teach us how to live and ow to teach--not in the reduction of moral life to good guys 
and bad guys but in the int rrogation of life's ambiguities and apparently unresolvable 
opposites; not in the attempt to answer all questions finally and forever but in the stance 
of further movement and gro h and acceptance of change; not in the fear-induced attempt 
to rigidly control, but in the s "lled release into the situation and tensions of curriculum and 
teachers and students. 
Alex Molnar here akes the useful point that the tension between school 
practitioners and curricular t orists will never be resolved: "Our task is not to bemoan the 
existence of tension and look for ways to make it go away (which will never be successful). 
Our task is to learn how to u e the tension to our advantage." 
Art exemplifies ways i which we may deal with the paradoxes of the individual fact ,, I 
and general interpretation an with the experience of ambiguity, interpretations, and tension 
in our school thought and act on, but, thirdly, the experience of art brings together another 
potential dualism in our expe ience of schooling: the relationship between the individual 
and the group, between the p rson and the community. 
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James Henderson, quoting Thoreau's experience of feeling himself "grandly related" 
to nature, discovers in Native American art and culture an inspiration to make people feel 
"more connected," to understand the power of caring, and to engage in "ethically based 
reciprocal dialogue," a dialogue which is "respectful of uniqueness but based on a sense of 
relatedness." Gail McCutcheon points this out in a different way in her reflections on "The 
Magic Flute": 
Here, as in curriculum, different actors tell different stories, yet they 
interweave to tell one very complex story, and the interweaving and 
sensemaking occur only through the active mental efforts of the audience in 
operas, of students and teachers in the case of curriculum. 
Maxine Greene, citing the "disrupted categories" which ambiguity in art presents us 
with--as exemplified in Spike Lee's "Do the Right Thing"--says that the viewer is left with 
very large and provocative questions, the kind of questions that can be refined only by 
"sensitive inquiry, by dialogue, by connectedness, and by reformulation within the framework 
of what Dewey called social inquiry." 
Grumet, similarly, finds this connection between the individual and the community. 
We begin with narrative, with our own stories, she says, "but then we read what we have 
written. We talk about it with other people. And in those interpretive acts we find the 
language link between what is specific in our tales and what is general." 
Art and education can both help to bring the individual into the world. Wanda May 
describes her own early artistic activity as helping herself--who she was, her likes and 
dislikes, her feelings, her personal interpretations--take "public shape." The use of 
expressive media itself helps this personal shape-taking. Michael Apple illustrates that 
technology--he is speaking particularly of film-making--is not simply another delivery system. 
It "inherently offers more ethical, aesthetic, and political possibilities that can go well beyond 
what now exists in so many classrooms." It expands, he says, "the range of literacies and 
their grammars that teachers and students are able to work with." 
Once the individual expression has taken shape, once a form has been found for 
ethical, aesthetic, and political expressiveness, the product can inspire further personal 
liberation into the social area. Landon Beyers, discussing his reaction to ''The Women of 
Summer," a film concerning the reunion of a group of women from Bryn Mawr's Summer 
School for Women Workers in the '20s and '30s, discovers an optimism regarding individual 
work: "We are capable of creating spaces for educative work that is transformative, both 
personally and socially." In such works, he finds examples of the "unification of personal 
voice and social power." 
Joel Taxel describes his use of Roll and Thunder, Hear My Cry as a text in a variety 
,• of literature courses. Although he recognizes that "the controversial, often painful qualities 
of this book make it as potentially divisive and alienating as it is liberating or emancipatory," 
he finds it extremely helpful as it connects literary concerns and sociopolitical concerns and 
as it bridges individual experience of both the characters and the readers with larger social 
issues. Not claiming that the book transforms students into social justice activists, he 
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nevertheless finds that for many it provides "a crucial first step toward the reassessment and 
rejection of a set of previously unquestioned assumptions about the world." 
Many of the essays included in this volume make similar points, illustrating the 
development of the individual and the joining of that individual with a larger social and 
ethical community. This is finally underscored by Willis in the epilogue who suggests that 
the various essays in this book exemplify "compassion first on the personal, one-to-one level, 
but then raise it to the collective level, hence personalizing the relationship of authors and 
readers, of teachers and students, of--really--everyone and everyone else." It is this 
personalizing of both individual and collective relationships, in all their particularity and 
ambiguity, that thus collectively express "a powerful way of looking at and doing curriculum 
and teaching that is radically different from the ways that currently prevail in modern society 
but do not necessarily have to prevail in the future." 
This radically different approach is exemplified in this volume with great intensity and 
insight, and Schubert's concluding words are perhaps the best way to summarize the design 
of this book and advertise its intention: 
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To know one's situations, one's context in the world, is to be continuously 
engaged in the art of autobiography. To be so engaged, as the authors 
illustrate so well, is to allow the arts to help one become in greater touch with 
one's past stories, and to create the stories of one's present and future. These 
stories, when they tell the truth about human lives and when they are shared 
compassionately, are the essence of curriculum and teaching. 
* * * 
•, 
